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	1. The Letter

Last Days of the Samurai 

by manga, the Awesome One in pigtails.

* * *

>The letter lay on the table, its clean whiteness and crisp folds deceptively innocent. With a soft "shhh" the door slid open and a small, red-haired man stepped though. He slid the tofu bucket he was carrying to his other hand and picked the letter up, glancing at it casually as he continued to the kitchen. "I'm home," he said, setting the bucket down on the counter and giving the petite, dark haired woman a squeeze around the waist. <p>"Welcome back," she answered him with a soft smile. He smiled in return, then took a step back and eyed her with concern. <p>

"How are you feeling?" 

She laughed, the sound dancing about the room. "Fond husband," she said, her gently teasing tone reminding him how fond she was of him as well. "I am hardly the first woman to carry a child. I am fine, sweetheart." Stepping close, she caught the front of his haori in her hands and settled herself against him. "Please don't worry so much." 

"I'm afraid I can't help it," he said, wrapping her in his arms. "It runs in the family." 

She chuckled at that and raised her head, poking him playfully on the nose with one small hand. "You're too much like your father sometimes." 

Kenji tilted his head quizzically and blinked his big blue eyes at her innocently. "Oro?" 

"Oh, hush you," Kaori, his wife, laughed, pushing him away. "And get out of my kitchen while I'm trying to cook dinner. It's a pity you didn't inherit his ability to cook, too." 

Kenji grinned unrepentantly as he was shooed out the door. A moment later, he leaned back in. "Where's Dad?" he asked, waiving the letter. "This came for him." 

"I think he's on the back porch," Kaori responded, barely glancing up from the vegetables she was busy chopping. "Do we know who it's from?" 

Flipping the letter over, Kenji shrugged. "Someone named Fujita Goro. I don't know him." 

Kenshin sat on the porch gazing over the empty yard. Empty to everyone else, that is. It wasn't empty to him. Though the lone breeze which rustled through his now more white than red hair was the only sound, in Kenshin's mind the yard resounded with the shouts and laughter of old friends. "Ugly chick! Ugly chick!!" "Hey, Missy!" "Ohohohoho, Racoon-girl!" Yahiko. Sanosuke. Megumi. He smiled. And most importantly -- "Kenshin." Kaoru. He turned to see her bendhing over him. She was smiling, but there were shadows of concern in her bright blue eyes. "Kenshin?" 

That wasn't her voice. Kenshin blinked, and the vision of Kaoru resolved into the form of their son. "Kenji." 

"Sorry Dad," Kenji bowed slightly. "But you didn't seem to hear me." 

"It's okay." Kenshin watched as Kenshi settled next to him. He noticed the letter held in his hand but did not think anything of it. His thoughts turned to Kenji, the son who looked so much like him except for Kaoru's eyes. He had Kaoru's eyes... 

"You were thinking about them again, weren't you?" Kenji asked, gently breaking into Kenshin's thoughts again. 

"...Yeah." 

"You miss them, especially Mom." These days it seemed so easy to lose his father to the world of memories. Kenji did what he could to provide an anchor for Kenshin's wandering thoughts, but it was hard to anchor what roamed of its own will. Kenshin wasn't senile, he was just old and lonely. 

"I never expected to outlive her." Kenshin closed his eyes, then smiled slightly at some memory that Kenji couldn't see. "She was so young, so bright and full of life. I was old, so old before I was ever young, and had so much darkness in my past. I've been in so many fights that should have killed me. How is it that she is dead and I am yet living?" Kenshin's head bowed and his still unruly thatch of hair slid forward, hiding his eyes. Kenji placed a sympathetic hand on his father's shoulder. 

"We all miss her," he said softly. "And I'm sure she misses us." 

Kenshin made a small sound that could have been a choke of laughter or a stifled sob. "Oh well," he said, raising suspiciously bright eyes. "You didn't come out here to listen to your father moan." 

"Kaori kicked me out of the kitchen... but, Dad," Kenji squeeze Kenshin's shoulder lightly, "I'm always here if you need me." 

Kenshin smiled. "Another thing I didn't expect." 

"What?" Kenji blinked. 

"You hated me when you were little. You pulled my hair when I tried to hold you." 

Kenji blushed. "Dad, you can't hold a child's actions against him." 

"I don't." The soft gleam in his eye was clue enough for Kenji that he was being teased. He shook his head. 

"You're a moron Dad," he muttered, then blinked in surprise as Kenshin raised his arms protectively over his head. "Dad...?" 

"Ah, sorry," Kenshin said sheepishly. "I hear 'moron' and still half expect to be hit with a shinai a moment later." 

"A legacy I'm not sure Mom would be pleased with," said Kenji drily. He'd had his share of bumps from her bokken, especially in his teenage years. They turned as they heard a soft step behind them, and a moment later Kaori slid the shoji back and smiled down at them. 

"Dinner's almost ready," she announced. 

"Coming," father and son responded. 

"Did you give him the letter yet?" she asked Kenji. He glanced down at the letter still in his hand. 

"I was just about to." 

"Well, give it to him then come help me with the dishes. You know I'm not supposed to lift heavy objects." Kaori clicked her tongue softly, as if to say that she shouldn't have to remind him. Kenji scrambled to his feet to follow her, then turned and bowed to his father, holding out the letter. 

"This came for you. I hope you can tell us who this Fujita Goro is at dinner." Then he vanished after his wife, and so missed the stunned look on Kenshin's face. 

"Fujita... Goro..." he said slowly, flipping the letter over and reading the tell-tale signature. "It's been so long. I wonder what he wants now." With a mix of fascination and annoyance, Kenshin unfolded the letter. It was, predictably, not a long missive. The few characters stood out with the clear, characteristic boldness of the writer. 

_I am waiting in Kyoto. --Saitou._

"Of course," Kenshin murmured, eyes narrowing. "He wants what he's always wanted." His face hardened, and he went to write his reply before he would be late for dinner. 

The letter was opened by eager hands. Their movements were simply quick and confidant, but they were a touch too quick, and so gave their owner away. Saitou scanned the few lines rapidly, then set the letter down frowning thoughtfully. 

_Not in Kyoto. --Kenshin_

It wasn't what he had hoped for, nor what he had expected. It wasn't a rejection... it was almost... an invitation? Saitou grinned wolfishly.

* * *

>Notes: Sorry for that last line, I just couldn't help it. It fits him so well... <p>I apologize to those of you who may have been waiting for chapter three. I AM still working on this story but I've had to re-think the end. In this repost I have removed the snippets of Japanese in the dialog. I have come to feel that it doesn't make sense for the characters to be speaking one-and-a-half languages. I have left the Japanese terms in, like shoji and haori, because those are words for which there is no real substitute in English. I could call a "haori" a "short jacket" but it doesn't create the right image. <p>

I get the feeling I should apologize for Kaori's name, but I don't wanna. It's one of the few Japanese names I know that is not instantly recognizable from any particular anime, and I happen to like the connection to Kaoru.


	2. Foggy Morning

Last Days of the Samurai, chapter 2 

It was early morning in Tokyo. The streets were empty and silent, sleeping beneath the soft gray fog that drifted through the city. One small figure walked among the mists, the soft scratch of his zori further muffled by the fog. Kenshin paused outside the dojo gates, breathing in the silence, and remembered with a smile that it was on a similar morning that he had met Kaoru. He remained outside the gates for a little while, reluctant to leave the spell of the morning. He closed his eyes and he could hear her call to him. He stood, lost in memory, then with a sigh and a small smile, put his hand to the gate latch. 

Inside, the house was just beginning to stir. He could hear Kenji warming up in the dojo, preparing for today's lessons. Kaori was still in the bedroom, but Kenshin could hear her moving. The simple domesticity of the moment gave him pause. Life was good now. Kenji had a small following of students, not enough to make them rich but enough to keep them comfortable. Kaori was a loving daughter-in-law who ran the house in a sweet and competent way, and there was a little one on the way. Kenshin was a little surprised to realize, though, that he still intended to go through with this meeting with Saitou. 

Just then there was a nock on the gate. Before Kenshin could move to answer it, he heard Kenji leave the dojo. He finished rinsing out the tofu he'd bought and put it away. When he turned around, Kenji was standing in the kitchen door. "Well, Dad, you're popular lately," his son smiled. "Here's another message for you." 

"Thank you," he said, taking it and tucking it into his sleeve. 

"Aren't you going to read it?" Kenji asked, obviously curious about his father's new pen pal. Kenshin smiled what Kaoru would have recognized as the 'There are some things about myself that I must protect you from' smile. 

"Later. I want to be in the right mood, and I still have to finish the laundry." 

Kenji made a show of looking disappointed, then returned to the dojo. Kenshin felt the letter in his sleeve, his hand clutching it almost convulsively. Then he let go. He had a lot of chores to finish first. 

-----

Much later he sat on the back porch, fingering the letter in his sleeve. It had been several days since he had replied to Saitou's first letter. He was tense with anticipation and worry, but as he looked over the compound he relaxed. Everything was peaceful. Everyone was safe. He really wasn't sure what would come of his meeting with Saitou, but whatever the consequences were his family would be fine. Feeling calm and determined, he pulled out and opened the letter. Again, it was simple and to the point. 

_ "I am here."-- Saitou _

Kenshin smiled. In a way, it was comforting how little 'Mibu's Wolf' had changed. He picked up writing set that he had brought out with him and prepared the ink for his reply. 

-----

Hajime Saitou sat on the verand of his room in the inn, meditating for calm. Outside the sunset was painting the garden glorious colors and the muted sounds of the city settling in for the night drifted over the wall. When the maid knocked politely at the door, he didn't turn around. "Yes?" he said brusquely. 

"Message for you, sir," she said, sliding the door open. 

"Thank you," he said, still not turning. The maid left the letter by the door and slid the door shut once more. 

Saitou didn't move immediately. He stared at the garden, savoring the anticipation for a moment before he stood and retrieved the letter. Then, seated once again on the veranda, he ripped it open and read eagerly. 

_ "Where?"-- Kenshin. _

He snorted and went to collect his writing material. It figured that the Battousai hadn't changed much. He was as slippery as ever. 


End file.
